Vitiligo-related neuropeptides in nerve fibers of the skin.
Skin distribution of substance P (SP)-, somatostatin (SOM)-, calcitonin gene-related peptide (CGRP)- and neuropeptide Y (NPY)-like immunoreactivity (LI) in vitiligo patients was studied by an indirect immunofluorescence technique. Immunocytochemical characteristics of the epidermis, dermal-epidermal junction, papillary and reticular dermis and skin appendages were analyzed in lesional and marginal vitiligo areas, as well as in healthy skin. In healthy pigmented skin, SP-, SOM-, CGRP-, and NPY-LI nerve fibers were observed with specific distributional patterns. In uninvolved vitiligo skin, thin SP-containing fibers were evident in dermal papillae, extending into the epidermis, and SP-LI fibers were seen around blood vessels and sweat glands. SOM-LI varicose nerve fibers were associated with Meissner corpuscles in the dermal papillae, while CGRP-LI was demonstrated in the free subepidermal nerve terminals and in sensory nerve fibers around blood vessels, hair follicles and sweat glands. Autonomic NPY-nerve fibers innervated the eccrine sweat glands and blood vessels. The distribution of these neuropeptides in both marginal and lesional areas of vitiliginous skin was the same as in the skin of healthy control subjects, except for an increased immunoreactivity against NPY and, to a lesser extent, against CGRP in the skin depigmentation lesions. The elevated NPY levels in skin affected by vitiligo suggest that this peptide may serve as a neurochemical marker in the pathogenesis of the disease, thus supporting the neuronal theory of vitiligo.